MONOTONY
which would come in useful for Mongols from whom we
wanted to buy chorma—white, faded crumbs of milk and
dried butter.
At last, an elderly Mongol carrying a bag of tsamba
appeared out of the noonday light. A few drooping hairs on
either side of his mouth constituted a moustache—as in
modern illustrators5 ideas of the Huns—and I christened him
The Tom Cat. His eyes rose at the corners and he kept them
half closed against the glare of the light. He was naked to the
waist. The rite necessary for good fortune had to be gone
through. He moved, burning pine-twigs that smoked
aromatically, backwards and forwards under the camels9
noses, reciting some sacramental formulae at the same time.
Meantime Li with an air of great consequence was busying
himself about his latest acquisition, a young in-calf camel*
Her legs were so crooked that it was impossible to look at
her without laughing.
The six following days we spent crossing a land which
frequently had the aspect of a desert and which was of a
deadly monotony. My only amusement was the study of
Slalom's shadow. During the morning it moved slowly from
the left to the right of his head, for our course was what
sailors call north of west. We marched practically all day
and I must have been tired because I remember that one day
I felt I could not bear the interminable chatter (in mile-long
sentences) of our good Li, though he was exchanging con-
fidences not with me but with a Mongol. I would willingly
have done something drastic to the latter.
There came an evening when, contrary to his promise,
The Tom Gat could not find a watering point. After wander-
ing about till nightfall we had to pitch our camp tea-less.
This led to an innovation. We used brandy in mixing the
tsamba. The result was exactly like bad baba au rkum.
Another day as I was preparing a duck for cooking I found
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